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Brand name medicines appear in ggrreeeenn; generic medicines appear in rreedd.

One in three Americans uses

herbal remedies to manage the

symptoms of illness and improve

health. In general, experts agree that

herbals are milder and safer than

prescription drugs. But herbals act

like medicines in the body. They can

cause problems if too much is taken,

if used too long, or if taken with

certain medicines. 

For example, ginseng can

cause problems if taken

with CCoouummaaddiinn (wwaarrffaarriinn)

or LLaannooxxiinn (ddiiggooxxiinn). One

man who was taking

wwaarrffaarriinn to prevent blood

clots was doing well for many

months. But when he started taking

ginseng, his blood tests showed that

he could have serious bleeding. When

he stopped taking the ginseng, his

blood tests returned to the desired

levels without needing to change his

dose of wwaarrffaarriinn. Another patient with

heart problems had been taking the

same dose of ddiiggooxxiinn for years. Then,

all of a sudden, his tests showed that

he had too much  medicine in his

blood. This could make his heart beat

too slowly. The doctors could not find

a reason for this until the man said he

had started taking ginseng. His blood

test returned to normal shortly after

he stopped taking the ginseng. 

Another problem with herbals is

worth mentioning. Unlike traditional

medicines, herbals do not have to be

tested to make sure they

are safe and effective.

This limits our ability to

know whether they could

be harmful and what

they can and can't do. It

also allows the sellers of

herbals to make claims about their

use that may or may not be true. 

In 1998, The National Center for

Complementary and Alternative

Medicine was formed to look at

herbals scientifically. Today, reliable

research is underway on this

promising means to help manage your

health. See CChheecckk  iitt  oouutt!!  in the

right column for tips on how to use

herbals safely. 

To use herbals safely: 

GGeett  ttoo  kknnooww  yyoouurr  hheerrbbaallss.. Learn
about the benefits as well as the
risks and side effects of herbals you
take. You can get information from
your pharmacist, a reliable website
(e.g., www.mskcc.org/aboutherbs),
or from a book on herbals.   

RReeppoorrtt  hheerrbbaall  uussee..  Don't be afraid
to tell your doctors, nurses, and
pharmacists about herbals you take,
even if you are well. It may change
the choice of a medicine your doctor
prescribes for you, and allow your
caregivers to give you advice on
which herbals to stop while taking
other medicines. If you become sick,
telling your doctor about herbals you
take might help to determine the
cause of your illness. 

SSttoopp  bbeeffoorree  ssuurrggeerryy.. Some
herbals can change the effects of
medicines used during surgery or
cause you to bleed (especially those
that begin with “g” such as garlic,
ginger, ginseng, and gingko). Always
check with your doctor, but it's a
good idea to stop herbals at least 
1 week before surgery.  

SSeeee  aa  ddooccttoorr..  Taking an herbal to
treat ongoing symptoms like pain,
fatigue, or a persistent rash may
seem like a good idea. But don't let it
keep you from seeking medical help.
Herbals may help relieve symptoms,
but not cure the illness. Adelay in
medical treatment could have
serious consequences.  

Check it out!Check it out!

DDoonn’’tt  wwaarrmm  yyoouurr  ppaattcchheess!! Some medicines are supplied in patches that
you apply to your skin. The medicine reaches your body by going through
the blood vessels in your skin. If you warm your skin, it gets red because the
blood vessels widen. The wider your blood vessels are, the more medicine
your body absorbs. Warming your skin with heating pads or with lots of
physical activity can cause too much medicine in the patch to be absorbed.
This is especially dangerous when using patches
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HHeerrbbaallss  aacctt  lliikkee  mmeeddiicciinneess  iinn  tthhee  bbooddyy

Herbals don’t
have to be
tested to

make sure
they’re safe

and effective.
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Do you know what you are

signing every time you pick up

a prescription at a pharmacy? Your

signature may not merely verify that

you have received your prescription. It

could also mean you do not want to

talk to a pharmacist about your med-

icine. You should always be offered an

opportunity to speak to a pharmacist

when you pick up a prescription.

Ideally, you would be asked if you

would like to talk to a pharmacist to

get all the information you need to

take your medicine safely. But in the

real world, customers may simply be

asked, "Do you have any questions?"

Most quickly answer "no." If it's a

new medicine, you may not be able to

think of any questions just yet. If it's a

refill, you might believe you know all

you need to know. But consider this:    

UUpp  ttoo  hhaallff  ooff  aallll  ppeeooppllee  ttaakkee  tthheeiirr

mmeeddiicciinneess  iinnccoorrrreeccttllyy  bbeeccaauussee  tthheeyy  ddoo

nnoott  kknnooww  ssoommeetthhiinngg  iimmppoorrttaanntt  aabboouutt

tthheeiirr  mmeeddiicciinnee..  
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Playing hide and seek
with acetaminophen

Did you know that adults
should take no more than

4,000 milligrams (mg) of aacceettaammiinnoo--
pphheenn each day? (You may recognize
this medicine better by one of its brand
names, TTyylleennooll.) This is equal to 8
EExxttrraa  SSttrreennggtthh  TTyylleennooll tablets (500 mg
each) taken over 24 hours. Children
should take even less, and so should
adults who drink alcoholic beverages
daily (ask your doctor or pharmacist).
Taking too much of this medicine every
day for several days can lead to liver
and brain damage, and even death. 

If you are taking more than one medi-
cine for pain, colds, or sleep, you
might be taking more aacceettaammiinnoopphheenn
than you think! AAcceettaammiinnoopphheenn may
be hiding in other medicines that are
not called TTyylleennooll. For instance, each
tablet of EExxcceeddrriinn  EExxttrraa  SSttrreennggtthh con-
tains aacceettaammiinnoopphheenn 250 mg (as well
as aspirin). AAllkkaa--SSeellttzzeerr PPlluuss  CCoolldd
LLiiqquuii--GGeellss  contain 250 mg of aacceettaa--
mmiinnoopphheenn. Even TTrriiaammiinniicc  SSoorree  TThhrrooaatt
FFoorrmmuullaa  LLiiqquuiidd has 160 mg of aacceettaa--
mmiinnoopphheenn in each dose! 

AAcceettaammiinnoopphheenn may also be one of
several ingredients in common pre-
scription pain medicines like:

VViiccooddiinn (500 mg or 750 mg of aacceett--
aammiinnoopphheenn with another pain medi-
cine, hhyyddrrooccooddoonnee, in each tablet)

DDaarrvvoocceett  NN--110000 (650 mg of aacceettaa--  
mmiinnoopphheenn with another pain medicine,
pprrooppooxxyypphheennee, in each tablet)

PPeerrccoocceett (325 mg or 500 mg of
aacceettaammiinnoopphheenn with another pain
medicine, ooxxyyccooddoonnee in each tablet).

Many other products contain aacceettaammiinn--
oopphheenn (also called AAPPAAPP for its chemi-
cal name, especially on prescription
labels). Protect yourself from an over-
dose by reading the labels of all the
medicines you take!

that relieve pain. One woman was wearing a DDuurraaggeessiicc (ffeennttaannyyll) patch for
cancer pain. She used a heating pad on her abdomen, which accidentally slid
to the side and covered the patch. Several hours later, she was found uncon-
scious and breathing very slowly from too much medicine being absorbed.
Another young man was wearing the same kind of patch. He went
swimming and hiking one day, making his body very warm. He became tired
and eventually became unconscious. Both patients were treated in the
emergency department and then allowed to go home. If you wear any type
of medication patch, be careful not to place a heating pad or electric blanket
over it. Also take care when exercising or doing physical tasks such as
raking leaves or shoveling snow.  
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It could be something as simple as

the best time of day to take the

medicine, or as basic as how to

measure the dose of a liquid medicine

correctly. You may not know that you

should not lie down for an hour after

taking some medicines, or that others

should never be chewed. The details

about your medicine are important. If

you don't talk to a pharmacist, you

may miss an opportunity to learn the

answers to the questions that usually

surface after you've been taking the

medicine for a few days or even

months. Getting answers beforehand

can save you trouble in the long run. 

You can talk to a pharmacist at any

time about your medicines. But be

sure to take advantage of this when

picking up prescriptions. When

asked, "Do you have any questions?"

say "Is there anything special I should

know about this?"- especially if it’s a

new medicine. Don't sign away a free

consultation with your pharmacist! 
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